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Media challenging status quo: 
social media and the Occupy Wall 
Street-movement 
 
Årsmøde i SMID, November 15th - 16th 2012 
Kjetil Sandvik, MA, PHD, Associate Professor 
Dept. of Media, Cognition and Communication 
University of Copenhagen 
What’s going on? 
• Challenging established regimes… 
•  rebelling against (the Arab Spring) 
•  destabilizing (Occupy) 
Agenda 
• Occupy Wall Street as an example on how 
social media with its democratic potential 
and its modes of communication through 
network structure, both enables and 
shapes the protests against the financial 
powers of the world and their role in the 
global financial crisis. 
• The main characteristics of social media 
are the same as the ones defining 
Occupy. 
Challenges of social media 
• Participatory (social) media/web 2.0: 
• radical possibilities for dialogic processes, for 
collaboration, participation and co-creation 
• Communication as dynamic processes 
• Fixed solutions  changeable, adaptive and 
user-centered solutions 
• Uses of web 2.0 apps and services mashups: 
combinations of freeware or cheap, effective 
and constantly updated and improved media 
technology 
• Perpetual beta and long-tailed way of 
communication 
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Communication as collaboration,  
participation and co-creation 
Social media hype 
• Social media ascribed the power to 
change societies and empower democratic 
movements. 
• Recently fueled by the democratic uprising 
in Arabic countries such as Egypt, Tunisia, 
Iran and Libya creating headlines like “the 
Facebook revolution”. 
Media of change 
• Rheingold: rapid response-culture, ad hoc-
culture, smart mobs as social revolution. 
• Smart Mobs are self-organized and 
independent groups in which 
communication flows in uncontrollable 
patterns. 
• Mobile and networked media used for 
mobilizing, organizing and directing 
demonstrations 
Mobilizing through media 
 
Mobile/networked media 
characteristics 
• Speed (the quality of networked 
communication) 
• Availability (the quality of online-ness) 
• Usability (the quality of non-expert 
systems) 
• Mobility (the quality of navavigation and 
positioning) 
 



Criticizing the ‘hype’  
• How new is ’new’: there is a profound ignorance 
regarding historical perspectives on political 
movements and their use of media 
• It is naive to believe that social media in themselves 
create change: they may at the best facilitate already 
existing social and political movements. 
• The same media which was used e.g. to mobilize the 
‘Twitter revolution’ in Iran in 2009 also was used by 
the regime to infiltrate and strike down the democratic 
movement. 
• What was the result of the upraising in e.g. Egypt…? 
Role of the media: from 
rebelling to destabilizing 
• From centralized gate keeping to open 
access and new online democratic voices 
• Broadcast media are no longer setting the 
agenda without competition 
• Information can not be controlled as 
before (open access (p2p), file sharing, 
hacking 
 

Role of the media 
• Occupy is defined and shaped by social 
media: open, networked, user-driven 
• Collaborative, participatory, co-creative 
• Dynamic, long-tailed, perpetual beta-
structured… 
Launched through Twitter 
Driven by networked/networking  
users 
Right here, right now: constant updates 
Networked communication 
Any time, any place… 

Sense of community – without a clear  
cut case and a common language 
Meshed-up communication 

Summing up 
• Creating new democratic modes of debating, 
discussing, protesting – through (amongst others) 
innovative use of social media 
• Openness, agenda-making rather than agenda-
fulfilling:  you do not need to have an answer before 
you act!  
•  Occupy is not necessarily anti-capitalist, but it 
represents a will to debate and criticize the capitalist 
system, its institutions and logics 
• And it does so by applying the modes of 
communication embedded in social media: 
collaboration, participation and co-creation. 
• The effect may be long-termed, it may come in the 
shape of new democratic initiatives focused on e.g. 
crowd sourcing, collective intelligence etc. 


